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The Thing With Feathers 


by gremlinny 


Summary 


Kobra’s sick. 


It’s the first thing Party notices when they walk into the main room of the diner at 5 in the morning 
and catch sight of him huddled up in one of the booths. 


Their brother looks like he’s been put through the wringer. His hair is greasy, his skin looks 
clammy, his clothes are sweaty, and his chest rattles with each breath he takes. 


“You,” Party says, “are not lookin’ green at all. It’s time for a shower.” 


Notes 


In which Kobra is mid/high-support, currently sick, and despises the sensory hell that is Bathing. 
Party’s here to help, though. 


Fantastic art by thrashbeatles on tumblr/insta, thanks so much for illustrating for this Jo!!! Special 
thanks as well to everyone who’s given this a read as I’ve worked on it for the past year, I 
genuinely couldn’t have finished this without that support & feedback!!! OW@ 


See the end of the work for more notes 


Kobra’s sick. 


It’s the first thing Party notices when they walk into the main room of the diner at 5 in the morning 
and catch sight of him huddled up in one of the booths. 


Their brother looks like he’s been put through the wringer. His hair is greasy, his skin looks 
clammy, and his chest rattles with each breath he takes. His prescription sunglasses are off, left on 
his bedside table, and there’s exhaustion in his eyes. 


The shirt he’s wearing right now is one he’s had on for the past several days, not even turned 
backwards or inside-out for some semblance of freshness (standard procedure for re-wearing 
clothes); it’s covered in dried motor oil and sweat, and what Party can only assume is crusted old 
blood from a past injury where he used the shirt to try to stop the bleeding. The smell coming off 
him isn’t exactly pleasant, either. 


Hunched over a bowl of cereal with a shaking grip on the spoon, Kobra’s eating stale but soggy 
Marshmallow Blast between coughs as if it’s the most miserable task he’s ever performed. 


“Hey, Kobes,” Party says, gently, “you feelin’ alright?” 


He gives a nod while his trembling causes all the cereal to drop from the spoon, leaving him to 
distractedly bite into empty plastic, and Party frowns. 


“Okay, I’m... gonna find ya somethin’ better for breakfast, okay?” 


Kobra gestures weakly with the spoon to indicate the bowl in front of him, the marshmallows 
inside already mostly dissolved into a sugary rainbow sludge. 


“Cereal,” he protests, seeming to think that the wet little milled oat X’s and O’s are enough to 
constitute as an actual meal. As much as they love sugar, Party can’t let their brother shovel trash 
into his body while he’s sick. 


“You need protein , not... whatever’s in that.” 


“Milk.” 


“That’s not milk in there,” Party says. “That’s root beer. You poured root beer in that bowl.” 


Kobra squints down at it like he’s just now registering the fact that he’d grabbed the wrong 
container in his mix of fever-addled confusion and legal blindness, then carefully pushes the bowl 
away from himself with a grimace, as Party sets to the task of finding something with actual 
substance for him to eat. It’s been a while since the last supply run, so Party doesn’t have great 
expectations for what they might find, but anything’s better than Marshmallow Blast. 


A Better Living brand Pre-Packaged & Vacuum-Sealed Peanut Butter Sandwich is the first thing 
they come across, and they snatch it up before digging around further in the kitchen for half a bottle 
of water and whatever Tylenol might still be rattling around in the first aid kit. 


Kobra will probably want soda instead of water, but Party’s the older sibling, so their word is final. 


Sliding into the booth across from Kobra, they hand over their findings, watching their brother as 
he rips open the baggie and tries not to cough all over Party. 


“You,” they say, “are not lookin’ green at all . I can tell you’re sick, how long’s it been since y’ 
started feelin’ bad?” 


Kobra gives a little side-to-side motion with his free hand as he begins ravenously tearing into the 
sandwich crusts-first. 


“What, a few days? Jeezus , you gotta tell me this shit. Once you finish eating, it’s time for a 
shower.” 


He inhales sharply at the mention of a shower, only to double over and start hacking a moment 
later, bringing a hand up to his mouth as he shakes his head in protest. 


“T ain’t lettin’ you outta this one. You’re sick, an’ you’ll feel better if you at least get into a fresh 
shirt. An’ it might get worse if y’ don’t get the germs hosed off ya, anyway.” 


Kobra has now taken to eating his sandwich extremely slowly and in very small bites, as opposed 
to the way he wolfed down half of it a moment before Party said the word ‘shower’ . 


They’re familiar with this strategy, dragging out an action so that he can delay what comes after it. 


“ Kobes . It’s gotta happen eventually. Ain’t good to be soakin’ in your own sweat when you’re 
sick.” 
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... kay,” he mumbles, looking dejected as he swallows the Tylenol with a mouthful of water and 
finishes off the last of the sandwich. 


Getting to his feet, Kobra teeters precariously before slinging an arm over Party’s shoulders, and 
the pair of them shuffle off into the bathroom of their shared room in the motel. 


“Arms up,” Party instructs, taking the hem of Kobra’s shirt and lifting it until it’s off his body. He 
normally doesn’t have much trouble dressing himself, but Party can tell it’s taking an incredible 
amount of effort for him to keep upright. Just raising his arms above his head is strenuous enough 
to make all the color drain from his face, leaving his sickly pallor that much more noticeable, and 
his wheezing louder. Kobra wraps his arms around Party’s shoulders for extra support as they work 
to slip his jeans off and step out of his underwear. 


Once he’s undressed, Kobra practically collapses into the tub with his back to the shower head, 
cold water raising goosebumps on his arms while Party rifles around under the cabinets for soap 
that won’t bother him. 


They come up with a bar of something pale orange and slightly misshapen; soap they’d bought 
home-made at the last market that popped up. Party tests the bar out on their own hands in the sink. 
Gentle, a light citrus scent that’s not overpowering. Kneeling next to their brother, Party reaches a 
soapy hand out to lather it over his chest and stomach. The fever makes him hot to the touch, and 
Party imagines steam rolling off from the surface of his skin as the cold water makes contact. 


Unfortunately, Kobra’s not lucky enough to have a body that holds on to fat as well as Party’s does 
— They’re just built thicker and softer, chubby, with broad shoulders and wide hips. Kobra, 
meanwhile, is all hard edges and right angles. 


The bony ridge of Kobra’s spine juts out as he bends forward to lean his elbows on his knees, 
stomach caving into his hips, and Party lathers more soap into their hands to spread over the tan 
expanse of scarred skin on their brother’s back and sides, trying to apply enough pressure to maybe 
ease the tension in his taut muscles and loosen up the phlegm in his lungs without being too rough. 
His shoulderblades raise up off his back into winging shapes while he’s leaned forward. Party’s 
fingers fit into the spaces between his ribs. 


Kobra’s got lean cords of muscle braided around his long limbs, with his knees knocked inwards 
and pigeon-toes pointed together in a way that made him trip over his own feet when he was 
younger. Big hands and slim fingers, always carrying himself carefully like he can’t quite get an 
exact estimate on how he fits into the air around him. 


The hollow of his cheekbones and cut of his jaw, the slope of his brow, the scabby little red spots 

all over his face where he keeps picking at acne. Every sharp edge and lanky piece fits in together 
to form the perfect shape of a little brother, one that Party has known and loved and cared for, for 
every moment of their shared existence. 


Party can’t imagine things being any different than they are now. 


Kobra bobs his head up and down slightly, screwing his eyes shut and humming something without 
any kind of structure or melody, stimming to distract himself from the unpleasantness of the 
shower. Normally, he’d be much more uncooperative; it’s a testament to his exhaustion that he 
hasn’t already tried to shove Party away in frustration. They keep spreading the soap, and on rare 
instances Kobra takes the lumpy little citrus-scented bar himself for more personal places, and 
Party turns their back to give him privacy and dignity, until Kobra returns the soap for Party to 
continue in broader areas. 


“Y° doin’ good, Kobes,” they say, softly, as they lather suds in their hands to get ready to wash his 
hair, “real good.” 


There used to be more frequent bath times, once a day, with harsher soap. 


Party didn’t facilitate those. 


Separated into two rooms lined with white tile, white washcloths, clear liquid soap that smelled 
tight and suffocating. It didn’t lather, it stuck to the skin only to be hosed off at a high enough 


pressure to leave bruises. 


Party could take it. They were younger, then, 10 years old, but they could take it. A rough clean-up 
was nothing compared to spending hours working on shooting drills with a Scarecrow breathing 
down the back of your neck to watch your progress. 


But Kobra, at 8, would pitch a fit every time he was plucked from his spot at the assembly line and 
marched into the showers to be hosed down, crying and screaming, slamming his fists against the 
tiles until he was too exhausted to keep going. 


Party lets their gaze linger on a large branded scar on Kobra’s left bicep, carefully reaching up to 
their matching one, tracing the number. 243 . Another souvenir. 


When they both got out of there — out of the Battery, escaped back into the desert they grew up in 
— Kobra had come to associate cleanliness with the sterile and suffocating environment of the 
facility they’d been trapped in, while the dirt and sweat of the Zones represented unrestricted 
freedom. He wears grit and dirt like a badge of honor, a reminder that the stifling rules can’t reach 
him out here. 


With time, he had eventually let Party coax him into a shower, and back then the water had trickled 
out slowly as his sibling carefully bathed him while dodging fists hastily thrown their way in a 
panic. 


He usually still fights, shoving and yelling, but they both know that it’s a necessary evil, and 
Kobra’s lashing out is never taken personally. 


So, one night each week is mandatory bath time, and Party’s always there to lend a hand. 


Party, in all honesty, relishes in it, even when wrangling their brother into the shower ends up 
getting them a busted lip and a tearful apology immediately afterward. It’s always been their job, as 
the older sibling, to take care of him, and they do so as gently as they can amid their brother’s 
protests. Party will do anything to reclaim those months of pressure-washing and the stark white 
tiles. 


Nothing, they think, will ever take this away from me. 


Bubbling up in the foggy corners of their brain, some old poem resurfaces, one they can’t 
remember completely, but they probably heard it from Cherri first; 


Hope is the thing with feathers— 


something, something, 


singing a tune without words 
and never stopping— 
IT have heard it in the chilliest land— 
something, something, 
never in extremity it asked 


a crumb of me 


The fragments float languidly through their mind, in no rush to be recalled properly, and Party 
combs their soapy hands through Kobra’s wet hair, bleach-blonde and cut in a roadrunner’s plume. 
As Party works the citrus-scented soap into his scalp, Kobra slows his stimming down, stopping his 
head-bobbing and drawing out his humming into longer but softer noises; pleased little sounds 
from having his hair messed with. 


Battery City never could shut off the water to the Zones completely—too many outposts rely on it 
—but there’s a specific amount of water that Zones settlements are allowed every few weeks. Once 
they’re out of water, that’s it until the next time. 


The week’s almost up, the reservoirs in their section of desert will be filled again in a few days, so 
Party pays no mind to how much water they’re using or how long it takes. They can afford to waste 
a bit of time and water on Kobra. 


They take a while just to keep running their fingers through his hair, smiling at the way their 
brother’s face relaxes, the sound of his contented humming. The dark brown of his natural hair 
color is starting to grow back in at the roots, at Ghoul’s suggestion to take a break from bleaching it 
or else it would fall out, and Party makes a mental note to look for some actual shampoo the next 
time they go scavenging. Bar soap might be damaging it more — but it’s not like any of them wash 
their hair frequently enough for it to make a noticeable difference. 


“Your hair’s gettin’ long, Kobes. Could have half a foot of ‘hawk if ya gelled it all the way up 
instead of the plume. Maybe get some Liberty spikes up in here, huh?” 


He snorts out a little yeah, as if! sound, and Party smirks. Changing up his style isn’t something 
he’s fond of. If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. 


Kobra covers his face as Party tilts his head back to rinse the soap from his hair. They’ ve made no 
attempt to keep themself dry so far, letting their shirt and pants get splashed and soaked, water 
rolling down their arms as they help their brother. It’s a consequence they came to terms with years 
ago — this might as well be bath time for the both of them. 


When Kobra straightens back up, his hair hangs down in front of his face, and he grimaces as water 
gets in his eyes. Party gently rubs his face with the last dry corner on their shirt. 


“There we go,” they murmur, “ Sutekide kirei, nn? Sore wa warui kotode wa arimasen.”’ 


“Te. Kirai. Damedame.” 


Party huffs out a little laugh, shaking their head slightly. 


“Mochirondesu, soso... just gotta be sure we didn’t miss a spot.” 


Another displeased noise escapes Kobra, but again he allows Party to rinse off the suds, and they 
watch as the water rolls off his skin. 


They finally shut off the shower once they know he’s clean. 


“Now ya smell like a car air freshener.” 


“New car smell,” Kobra mumbles, ducking his head down and nodding as Party towels his hair dry. 


“Hey, since we’re on a hygiene kick right now,” Party starts, “y’ wanna get your teeth brushed?” 


Kobra gives a no in the form of an attempted shove in Party’s direction, impeded by the towel 
obscuring his vision. Party giggles. 


“Okay, okay, not now, but we’re doing it tonight. Can you promise not to bite me?” 


“No 29 


“Figured. C’mon, let’s get dressed, up we go.” 


They wrap the towel around Kobra’s hips as they get up and go into the bedroom with him. 


Carefully, Party helps Kobra into a pair of loose sweatpants and one of their shirts — an oversized 
Batman tanktop, formerly black and yellow but now covered in a rainbow of acrylic paint that 
never came out. 


Sitting on the edge of his bed, Kobra takes a fistful of the fabric and lifts the shirt up to his nose, 
breathing in the smell of his sibling’s clothing; washed in the generic laundry detergent that Tommy 
sells, but still lingering with the scent of several different kinds of perfumes and colognes that 
Party’s used in the past. 


“Safe,” he says, absentmindedly, face still buried in the shirt. “Feels good. Safe, safe...” 


Party leans against Kobra, their hair sticking to his still-wet skin. “I know the shower’s scary, an’ it 
don’t feel nice, but y’ did a good job, an’ I’m proud of ya.” 


Their brother makes a soft little noise, and Kobra’s arms wrap around them securely, giving a long 
and tight squeeze. He’s still hot and feverish; they didn’t expect a cold shower to fix that, but 
they’re still shocked at just how warm he is. 


“Good job,” Kobra chirps, “love you, love you, love you.” 


Party squeezes him right back, gently rocking back and forth with him in their arms as they close 
their eyes, burying their face in his shoulder. “Love you too, Kenji... I wish you’d let me know y’r 
feelin’ sick before it gets this bad, though.” 


“Can handle it.” 


“ Mm-hm. Av’ ’'m willin’ to bet you been stayin’ up late like usual, huh? Mister Tough Guy over 
here pulls forty hour weeks all the time without so much as a nap, an’ he tries it when he’s sick too, 
right?” 


Kobra stays quiet. 


“Yeah, ‘s what I thought,” Party sighs, “You gotta rest, I'll see if Jet an’ Ghoul can do a supply run 
for meds soon, or if Doc’s got somethin’ for ya. An’ you have to take it if we get any, I don’t want 
you gettin’ worse. The clinic up in Zone Two ain’t near as comfortable as bein’ here at home.” 


He huffs at the mention of the clinic, holding Party tighter like that will tether them both together, 
prevent him from going anywhere. “Kay.” 


“Hey, I ain’t gonna haul you off to quarantine by the scruff of your neck right now, you’re okay. 
Take some meds later an’ we’ll be good.” 


“Good... good, good... We’ll be good...” 


They nod and give him another squeeze before pulling away, and he reluctantly lets them go. Party 
begins to dig around for another change of clothes, stripping off the wet shirt and pants, then 
pulling on a Mad Gear tee and some shorts that are probably Jet’s. Finally dry again. 


“Kobes, if you promise you'll cooperate these next couple days while you’re sick... we can listen 
to an episode of Twilight Zone every night for the next week.” 


Kobra perks up as soon as the words Twilight Zone are mentioned. “Promise?” 


“T promise. An’ that means you gotta go to sleep every night instead of stayin’ up. Ain’t gonna give 
you a curfew, just get yer butt in bed at some point after the sun goes down an’ before it comes 
back up. Eat actual food, too.” 


Kobra nods enthusiastically, perched on the end of his bed like a wren on a cactus. “Okay.” 


“That’s a deal, then,” Party says, “an’ I’m holdin’ ya to it.” 


Humming in response, Kobra starts bobbing his head again and drumming his fingers against his 
knees, clearly pleased with the agreement. “ Twilight Zone ... every every every night...” 


“An’ since it’s only... what, six? Right now?” 


“Six-oh-two.” 


“Mm-hm, an’ since you been not sleepin’, then I think that means you oughtta get some rest right 
now. Hell, it can be a lazy day for the whole crew, I know everyone else is still asleep, an’ I’m 
ready t’ crawl back into bed myself.” 


Kobra cranes his neck around to look at the window, squinting at the sunrise. ““But—* 


“But nuthin’, Kobes, you been awake for ages. Contract don’t start ‘til the next time you wake up. 
We both gotta hit the hay.” 


He gives them an unimpressed look, but concedes as he tries to stifle an instinctive yawn. 
“Together?” 


“Of course,” they reply, flopping down onto their own bed and patting the mattress beside them. 
Kobra scrambles to get from his bed to theirs, as if his side of the room is suddenly on fire, laying 
next to Party and once again wrapping himself around them. 


Kobra’s never had much sense of personal space, and he’s always been extremely tactile, especially 
with Party. Those months in the Battery, when all they had was eachother, only strengthened that. If 
Kobra’s not busy with something, he’ll be attached to Party at the hip, or otherwise inseparable 
from Jet, Ghoul, and the Girl. They’re all more than happy to indulge him, letting him hold and hug 
and cling. 


As his chirps and purrs start back up, sending vibrations through their chest from where his body is 
snuggled against theirs, Party lets their eyes close and snakes a hand around to rub Kobra’s back. 


The planets and stars have aligned, they guess, in just the perfect way. Kobra is at their side, exactly 
where he belongs, nestled close and tight, unmovable. Here he is, and here he will stay. 


The poem fragments finally settle into place in their mind; 


Hope is the thing with feathers 
That perches in the soul, 
And sings the tune without the words, 
And never stops at all, 


And sweetest in the gale is heard; 
And sore must be the storm 
That could abash the little bird 
That kept so many warm. 


I've heard it in the chillest land, 
And on the strangest sea; 
Yet, never, in extremity, 

It asked a crumb of me. 


End Notes 


The Japanese should translate, more or less, as follows; 


P: “[...] Nice and clean, yeah? That wasn’t so bad.” 
K: “No. Awful. Hate it.” 
P: “Right, right, whatever you say... [...]” 


I’m castledock on tumblr, and once again the fantastic thrashbeatles did the art! ! 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


